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A short story
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stood on a flat rock at the summit
of the pass and watched as his people assembled in the
clearing before him.
Four miles behind them to the North lay the settlement
at Elandskloof which they had left at sunrise that very
morning. Now they were encamped on the pass for the
night, with the dark outline of the Sederberg Mountains
rising above them to the East, and the Olifants River
running deep with the late Winter rains, below them t~
the West. And somewhere in the lands to the South in
the hundred miles between themselves and the sea; so~e
where., they hoped, there might be a new home, where
they could again enjoy the things which had been taken
from them.
Now they were coming down from the scattered, small
fires on the slopes to the clearing, and as they assembled
they sang:
Gee my die oude tydings,
Gee my die oude tydings,
Gee my die oude tydings .
OLD FRANS FEBRUARY

A FIRE HAD B~EN BUILT in the centre of the clearing, and
the flames from the fast-burning brush shot high into the
congealing darkness, tinting the varicoloured headcloths
?f the wo~en with shades of red and orange, giving
Inconstant lIght to the weather-scarred surfaces of the
surrounding rocks and dust-laden bushes.
Old Frans February stood on a flat rock at the summit
of the pass and watched them with paternal fondness. He
had been born into the community long before most of
them, and for the past thirty years he had been chairman
of their small committee, the Elandskloof Vigilance
Association. He knew intimately everyone of the almost
six hundred faces now grouped around the fire. Behind
those collarJess shirts and soiled' wai&tcoats-remnants of
long forgotten suits-enclosed in those shapeless jackets,
he knew every sorrow and every gladness. It was to him
th.at th.ey brought their troubles and disputes, and it was'
WIth hIm that they shared their every joy.' And so it was
now, as their leader, that he partook of the great communal
sorrow that had COJ11e to them all.
When he raised his bible and opened it the singing faded
and ceased. And he read to them:
. "0 Heere! wie is als Gij onder de goden?-who is
lIke untoo thee, 0 Lord, among the gods? who is like
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thee glorious in holiness, fearful in praises, doing
wonders?"
And then the people murmured "Amen."
And he paused and prayed silently: In the wilderness,
Heavenly Father, are your children; the aged and infirm,
the young and the sucklings. Behind them they have left
their homes and their animals; all that they have ever had.
"Gij leiddet door Uwe weldadigheid dit volk, dat Gij
ver~est hebt;-Thou in thy mercy hast led forth the people
whIch thou hast redeemed: Thou hast guided them in thy
strength unto thy holy habitation.-Gij voert hen zachtkens door Uwe' sterkte tot de liefelijke woning Uwer
heiligheid."
AND HE REMEMBERED that in twelve hours they had
travelled only four miles. Twelve hours without food, for
the decision to leave had been sudden and there had been
not time to bake. the bread for the journey. Before sunrise,
the owner of the land on which the community had lived
for a hundred years had come to the settlement and said
thqt the years of argument had come to an end, and that
they must be gone by nightfall. And so behind them they
had left their homes and their animals.
And he was afraid for the future. For the hinderances
that would be placed in theIr path, for the actions which
would be taken against them. Now already it was said
that the authorities wished to divide and distribute them
among the farmers as labourers. Their desire to remain
together found no favour with those who had the strength
to compel. So that now, all six hundred of them together,
they would have to wander through the countrys:de until
they found their new home.
"Fear and dread shall fall upon theln; by the greatness
of thine arm they shall be still as a stone, till thy people
pass over, 0 Heere, till the people pass over, .which thou
hast purchased."
But still there was reason for them to fear, for the
tr.agedies which had befallen those who went against the
will of the authorities were well known.
"Thou shalt bring them in, and plant them in the
mountain of thine inheritance, in the place, 0 Heere,
which thou hast made for thee to dwell in, in the Sanctuary, 0 Heere, which thy hands have established."
And the people sang again:
Gee my die oude tydings,
Tell me the old old story,
Tell me the old old story,
Of Jesus and his love . ..

A LF WAN N E N BUR G H, a teacher in Cape Town,
J:as recently h~ t-his and other short stories published

HE RAISED BOTH HANDS

In a book wlth three other South African writers.

singing ceased.
THE

NEW

above him, and once more the

AFRICAN

21

SEPTEMBER

1963

"Brothers and sisters, we are gathered here tonight to
praise God, and to seek His gUIdance in the days that
lie ahead of us. Our homes have been taken away from
us, and we wander at His mercy in the wilderness. We
must speak of these things, for if we have faith in His
power to heal our suffering, it is through our speech then
that. he will reveal His plan to us."
And the first who spoke were those who had been
members of the Vigilance Association for many years:
"All my life have I lived at Elandskloof," said one,
who was also on the committee of the Mothers Union of
the mission church. "My parents and their parents before
them are buried there, as also the three children who came
dead from my wOInb." Now I must leave untended the
g~a'ves of thos·e whom I loved, because this white farmer
has bought the land we always thought was ours."
"And I," said another; "thirty years ago I bought my
house from the church. How was I then to know that they
would sell the land I lived on? All the money that I
have earned on other men's farms, I have used to build
~ties for my pigs and hoks for my chickens, so that I
would not be a burden to my children in myoid age.
Now there is nothing."
"And these people in The City", said yet another, "they
tell us that we must go to the farms and that the farmers
will give a place to sleep, to those who will work on their
lands. But what of the crippled and blind among us who
can no longer work? Where will they find a place to
sleep?"
"What of the old and grey whom together we have
been able to care for?"
"Yes, what of the old and grey?"
"What of the children in the schools?"
"Yes, what of the children in the schools?"
"And what of the children to come?"
"Yes, what of the children "to come?"
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And so the people spoke of the things that were heavy
on their minds.
Frans February seated himself on the rock and listened
as they spoke. One after the other they stood up and
repeated what those before them had said, and often they
spoke the same thing many times in the same words; but
always telling of their own losses and hardships, and those
which they shared; always speaking of what had been
done to them-never of what they would do. And he
knew that it would be, as always it was: that any decisions
would be of his making. It was true that sometimes, when
they were angry or desperate, there would be a spontaneous, undiscussed decision to act, as had been the
case when they had left Elandskloof that morning. But
when th·ey were asked to consider any other things or what
they should do, then it was as if their responsibility had
suddenly come to an end the moment it had been decided
that he would lead them. It was always for him to decide.
They left it to him. They always did.
And he knew that it would be as always it was.
Then it was that Dirk Jaftha came forward to speak.
He was the youngest member of the Vigilance Committee,
and had been in the Cape Corps and had fought in Egypt
and Italy during the war. And the people were. silent at
first, because they knew he had seen far more of the world
than they had.
"Friends," he said; "all we ask is a place where we can'
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live together and work in happiness."
And the people nodded their heads, because they felt
with what he said.
"It is not we alone \vho search. All over this country
there are people, like ourselves, who are· searching for
the same thing."
Then there was a low rumble of disapproval from the
old people, for what he said sounded like politics. But
Frans February raised his hand and said: "Let him
speak." And they were still.
"They are like us because they also do not know where
they will find such a place. But can any of us find it on
our own!"
Once more the old people shook their heads, and this
time they called on him to stop speaking of things which
concerned other people, but which did not concern them.
And once more Frans February said that they should
allow Dirk J aftha to speak.
"There is no Promised Land for us alone, and we
cannot find it alone. Things are changing. But if we stand
together and show these others that we shall not be moved
from our plan, then there must be a day when they will
join us. And together with them we shall make this the
Promised Land."
Now the murmurings of the old people were angry, and
whereas, before, they had respected him because of what
he had seen of the world, they now said: "To think that

he was born among us. There is his mother, who is eighty
years old; almost as old as Frans February. You can see
that he has been away from his people. You can see what
it has done to ·him. He can no longer speak like us. He is
no longer one of us."
But Frans February did not listen to the murmurings
of the old people, for all the while that Dirk Jaftha bad
spoken, he had watched the faces of the younger people;
and he had noticed the new light of excitement that had
come to their eyes and the secret smiles of agreement that
had been on their lips while Dirk Jaftha spoke. And be
was uncertain.
While the old people were still murmuring, Manie
Damens came to the front of the assembly. He did not
belong to the community by birth, but had come to it as
a, teacher in the Mission School twenty-five years before,
in the days when the settlement at Elandskloof was still
controlled by the church. When it had withdrawn its
support from the school, he had remained to teach the
children, depending on the community to supply him
with food, clothing and shelter. And when the white
farmer had locked the door of the school, he had continued to teach them in the fields. Because he wished to
speak, the people were silent. After all, he was a teacher;
a man of education.
"People of Elandskloof," he said; "we have heard the
words of Dirk Jaftha. But we know that the things he says
•
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are the things they say in The City. We are not people of
The City. We are people of the country."
And the people nodded their heads, because they believed that what he said was true.
"We are people of the country who know that it is best
that we follow the guidance of the older and wiser among

us."
Then the people clapped their hands and called out
their approval.
"And who is older and wiser, who has served us better
as chairman of the Elandskloof Vigilance Committee;
who but Meneer Frans February?"
The agreement ·of the people was loud, and they said to:
each other: "He was not born among us. And you' can see
that there is not one of ·his family here. But you can also
see that he has lived with us. He speaks as we do. He is
one of us."
And again Frans February watched the faces of the
younger people; and he saw that there was no light of
excitement in their eyes, no smile of agreement on their
lips, and that it was not they who raised their voices in
approval.
He knew that it would be as always it was.
When the old people left the clearing and returned to
their individual fires on the slopes, Frans February
climbed a short way up above the pass and stood high
over the encamped community, his back resting against
the raw surface of the night-darkened rock. The overcast
sky was lighted from behind the clouds by a full moon,
and rested like an incandescent cupola on the rim of the
horizon. In the half-light, from where he stood, he had
an unobscured view, for a few hundred yards, of the road
as it wound its corrugated, pothole-pitted descent to the
foot of the pass. And' six miles away, in the valley, he
could see the patch of scattered lights which vaguely
defined the ragged limits of the first town through which
they would have to pass.
Now that he was on his own, away from his people, he
felt tired and weak, and the weight of his responsibility
lay heavily on him. He placed his hands behind him and
pressed his palms against the chill, unyielding surface of
the rock. And the uncertainty he had first felt beside the
fire in the clearing returned in a great strength-sapping
wave, and he doubted his ability to lead his people. He
was afraid. For then he knew that there was a way in
which a man thinks with his lips when he was with those
whom he must lead, and a way in which he thinks in his
heart when he is alone.
Down below him in the clearing, the younger people
had gathered around the fire; and again they were singing:
Gee my die oude tydings,
Tell me the old old story,
Tell me the old old story,
0/ Jesus and his love . ..
As he listened to the words of the old hymn, it was as
if they were singing:
Gee my die oude tyde,
Gee my' die oude tyde,
and asking for the return of the old daY$ of their happiness, for the word "tydings" was distorted by the acoustics
of the rocks to sound like "tyde", which means "times".
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And at first he smiled, because the distortion was appropriate. And then he was sad, for he knew that they would
never again enjoy the old times. No, the old times had
passed; but life would go on-they would go on-and
there would be new and unfamiliar times into' which he
would have to lead them. And maybe, a Promised Land.
And as he thought of the Promised Land, of which he
knew nothing, the words of Isaiah returned to him---.;a
passage which was among his favourites-and ·softly, to'
himself, he repeated them:
"They shall build houses, and inhabit them; and they
shall plant vineyards, and eat the fruit of them . . . for
as the days of a tree are the days of my people, and mine
elect shall long enjoy the work of their hands."
He drew fresh strength from the vision of the future
contained in the words he repeated, and once more he
believed in his own. ability to lead the people. But then
he remembered the faces of the younger ones beside the
fire; how they had been excited by the words of Dirk
Jaftha, and how the flame of .their excitement had been
extinguished by the reply of Manie Damens. And then he
knew that it was only the old ones who still had faith in
him-only they ,vho believed that there was a Promised
Land to which he could lead them. Again he felt the
tiredness of age and was afraid of the temptations which·
would prey upon his \veakness, and lead him into accepting conditions which would not have tempted a younger
man. And he wondered at the simplicity of a manner of
living which depended on one as weak as himeslf.
Below him the people continued to sing:
Gee my die oude tyde,
Gee my die oude tydings,
Tell me the old old story,
Of Jesus and his love . ..
Grouped as they were, in shades of red and copper
around the fire, the younger people reminded him of the
petals of a varkblom in bud; closed together in protection
of the seeds which promised new beauties and joys. It was
all that the older generations could give them, this spirit
of community.
Yes, times were changing and sweeping everything before them, bringing fresh ideas and new ways of doing
;things. And still he was left with the responsibility of
leadership, and would be called upon to do things which
his religion would not allow. But then, all was being
pushed aside, the old way of life, the old religion and
even the old ways of protesting. Everything would change,
.and then he too would be pushed aside. Perhaps Dirk
Jaftha was right, for there would be new leaders, and the
youth would go out and distribute the seed of the varkblom. And yes, there would be a Promised Land.
" ... want de dagen Mijns volks zullen zijn als de dagen
eens booms,-for the days of a tree are the days of my
people, and mine elect shall long enjoy the work of their
hand_s.-zullen het werk hunner handen verslijten."
And there would still be youth.
Then he looked again over the land to the South. The
clouds had thickened and become heavy so that they
excluded the light of the moon. And he saw that the road
along which he would have to lead the people was now
e
in darkness.
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